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And then the moment arrives. Your fingers are poised 
above the keyboard, ready to strike and bring your 
vision to life and then…crickets. A void. A silence so 
profound you might be in a sensory deprivation tank. 
The page is diabolically blank. Your mind, generally so 
useful and nimble, is also a blank. Your fingers remain 
hanging in the air. 

A strange feeling that is some combination of 
annoyance and frustration sprinkled with a soupçon 
of anxiety has crept over you. The thing that was going 
to be exciting and fun is inexplicably…not.


Through the fog of disappointment, you suddenly hear 
a metaphorical ding, ding, ding. You realize what the 
problem is. You must delay. After lunch would be a 
better time to start writing because that ham 
sandwich is going to set your ideas on fire! Or 
tomorrow might be even more ideal. Or maybe next 
week or on your next vacation, or when the kids go to 
elementary school, or better yet, when they graduate 
from college, or maybe wait until you’re retired and 
you have all that free time… and now somebody is 
speaking at your funeral. “We never did find out why 
Phyllis didn’t write her book.”


So You Want To Write 
a Book?

You Decided to Write! YAY! Exciting! You can’t wait! I can’t wait! We all 
can’t wait!

It’s going to be the next Great American Novel. Or a novella. Or a short 
story. Or flash fiction. Whatever it’s going to be, it’s going to be amazing.

By:
Kate Archer
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What is happening to you? Why is it happening to you?

There are so many free resources about the craft of 
writing available. There are books, there are forums, 
there are online groups. There is probably a group that 
meets in-person somewhere near you. Anything and 
everything you could possibly want to know about the 
craft is within reach. You might have already read a 
stack of books. Maybe you can talk about writing like 
you’re an adjunct professor teaching a class. 

And yet, you cannot get started writing that book you 
are determined to write. Is it that there are so many 
elements to writing fiction and you’re having a hard 
time putting them together?

No, that can’t be it. You can’t have a hard time putting 
all the elements together when all you’ve got is a blank 
page and no elements yet.

Should you feel bad that this blank page insists on 
staying blank like it’s a job? Is it a personal failure? 

No. There is a perfectly reasonable explanation for 
what is happening here. 

There is a villain messing with you, and the villain is in 
you.


But how can that be? You love you and always try to do 
the best for you. You’re your own best friend. Why 
would you turn against you?

The villain is part of your brain. It is the part that feeds 
on your will to live. It’s your reptilian brain.

The parts of your brain can roughly be put into three 
buckets. (FYI - If you are a neuroscientist, hold on to 
your hat because I have simplified things into buckets 
and will very predictably not ever be published in the 
Journal of Neuroscience.) 1. the neocortex. This is the 
part that can lead the charge in writing a book. 2. The 
limbic. This is the part that feels passionate about 
writing that book. And then, 3. The reptilian brain, 
creeping along and wrecking your plans. 

These three brains of yours all work together. But in 
the case of writing a book, it is the reptile that’s 
holding you up. It’s got you in its jaws and it’s dragging 
you away from your book.

But why? What does the reptile have against my book?

This part of your brain has one goal and one only—to 
keep you alive. That is an extremely nice and helpful 
thing to do. It also helps you with mundane tasks. Did 
you drive to work but can’t really remember the drive? 
Guess who drove you! So, kudos to you, reptile. 
However, we all have our weaknesses—the reptilian 
part of your brain is absolutely wretched at assessing 
threat levels. 

This is why people often feel like public speaking is 
akin to a shark attack, or a first date feels like you 
might be coming down with a norovirus, or why 
getting an unexpected email to go see the boss feels 
like somebody just punched in the nuclear codes. 

Your reptile is shouting at the top of its creepy little 
lungs—Are we going to die? It seems like we might 
die! We’re definitely going to die!

It goes on high alert when it cannot predict the 
outcome. When something is new, it cannot predict 
whether you will live or die in the attempt. The 
reptile’s motto is: Better safe than dead. 

Trying something new was not so much of a problem 
when you were a kid. You were being bombarded with 
new things, you often didn’t have a choice about what 
was coming at you, it was the norm to make a lot of 
mistakes, and you had the commonsense of a peanut. 
But now, you have had life experiences and your ability 
to ‘see around corners’ is at it’s peak. So much of what 
you do now you have done a hundred times before. 
You are aware of your own mortality.

The reptilian part of your brain applauds your 
routines! Habits are appreciated. Let’s keep doing 
what we’ve always done. This part of your brain does 
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not like surprises and finds 
anything new to be alarmingly 
surprising.

On top of failing to appreciate 
anything new and unknown, the 
reptile goes on even higher alert 
when this new thing is creative 
because this new thing involves 
sharing you with the world.

Writing your book is new, and it is 
creative. It can send the reptilian 
brain into a panicked tailspin. It 
becomes an army of Daleks 
shouting “Exterminate! 
Exterminate!” (If you aren’t a Dr. 
Who fan, the Daleks are 
wackadoodle robots who want to 
exterminate everything and 
everybody and, also, I’m 
wondering why you are not a Dr. 
Who fan.)

Is that what’s happening to you? 
Are you being stopped by the 
Daleks through no fault of your 
own? 

Probably, since it’s what happens 
to most people. 

From various surveys, 81% of 
Americans think they have a book 
in them (I agree—they do!), but 
only 15% actually start one, a 
mere 6% manage to get even 
halfway through and a pitiable 3% 
get to type The End. 

If you were to ask people who 
wanted to write a book what 

happened to stop them, they 
would probably point to 

1. The lack of an idea. That is not 

it. Ideas are everywhere. The 
more ideas you come up with, 
the more ideas those first 
ideas will generate. After a 
while, you will have more 
ideas than you could possibly 
write in your lifetime. Also, 
there are plot generators on 
the internet. 


2.  Lack of time. No, that’s not it 
either. Yes, your schedule may 
be a herculean juggle of people 
and tasks, but if you look 
closely at it, you will notice 
that you’ve somehow made 
room for Netflix, or tennis, or 
anything else you really like to 
do. You may have to give 
something up to find the time, 

but time is always findable if 
you want to find it bad enough. 


3.  They say they have writer’s 
block. Yes, they do. They are 
just calling it the wrong thing. 
They have reptilian block.


Though the blame for this failure 
to write that book falls on the 
reptile, the reptile will never 
admit to it. It has disguised itself 
with logical-sounding reasons 
why this new activity you want to 
engage in should be delayed. (It 
actually prefers ‘let’s never do 
this’ but it seems to understand 
that you would not be happy with 
that, so it simply says, ‘Sure, 
buddy, but later.’)

So, how can you test the theory 
that your reptilian brain is 
stopping you? It’s actually pretty 
simple. You decided to begin your 
masterpiece on Tuesday at 10 am. 
Then, on Tuesday at 10 am you 
are inexplicably cleaning out the 
refrigerator, or realizing that 
laundry isn’t going to wash itself, 
or combing through your closet 
for things to be donated. 

This is the reptilian brain 
helpfully redirecting you to 
known and safe activities. It is 
crafty. You will feel that your 
neocortex made the decision to 
put off writing for another day 
and you will be wrong. Your 
reptilian brain will be rather 
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joyful at this turn of events, though. It has kept you 
alive and that is its raison d'ê tre.

How to subdue this reptile that is interfering with 
what you really want to do? The first step is 
knowing that it’s happening to you. Awareness is 
always a step forward. Then, try different strategies 
and see what sticks.

Try sitting through its sly machinations. If you 
decided you will write on Tuesday between 10 and 
11, then sit at the computer and give yourself only 
two options—write something or stare at the wall. 
No emails, no Facebook, no daydreaming of what 
scathing bon mot you could have uttered at the car 
mechanic’s when you realized you were 
overcharged. It’s going to be one hour of writing or 
thinking about your story or nothing. The reptile 
will eventually surrender to your will. 

Move ahead without its cooperation. A great way to 
do this is just take a book you like and start typing 
it out. This accomplishes two things: you are 
writing well (though it’s not your story) and you 
are teaching your reptilian brain that this will not 
kill you.

Remind yourself that whatever your first words on 
the page are, they will likely be tragic, and not in a 
good way. Writing is revising. First drafts are not 
meant to be good. You are not creating the statue. 
You are only creating the clay you can shape over 
time. 

Remember that you have a delete button and 
passwords. Nobody need ever in the history of the 
world see what you wrote. Unless you change your 
mind later.

If you haven’t already told people you were going to 
write a book – DON’T. It’s too much pressure to 

have a blank page staring back at you and then your 
friend Marge keeps saying things like, “Wow, it’s 
been a year, you must be almost done, right?”

Do a little self-talk. Have your neocortex assess the 
threat and overrule the reptile. What will happen if 
I write something and it is terrible? Nothing. How 
can I ever hope to be as good a writer as those I 
admire? You can’t this very minute. Those writers 
were crap when they started too because 
absolutely everything has a learning curve. But 
wait, I am so good at writing business memos and 
nonfiction articles. Why isn’t fiction as easy? 
Because they are apples and oranges. It would be 
similar to being a good golfer and then assuming if 
you picked up a tennis racket you would be ready 
for Wimbledon. It’s okay. You can do this. 
Everybody started where you are now. And most of 
all, assure your reptile that you won’t both die in a 
fiery crash at the keyboard.

Remind yourself that your neocortex and limbic 
system already intuitively understand story. When 
you tell a friend about something you heard from 
another person at the grocery store, you don’t start 
the story with how long you looked for a parking 
space. Your brain did the editing for you without 
you having to think about it.

Try exercises, particularly with ‘show, don’t tell.’ 
Write out a list of ‘tells’ and turn them into ‘shows.’ 
Tell: Mary was so frustrated over not writing. Show: 
Mary stared into the aqua water of the pool as her 
laptop gently drifted to the bottom. 

Try freewriting. Write anything, write nonsense, 
but keep your fingers moving on the keys. This will 
often lead you to something, to an idea you can run 
with.
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Remember that writing is fun! (When you slay the 
reptile, it really is fun.)

Block out writing time for when you are doing 
something that is inherently boring, like sitting for an 
hour in a doctor’s waiting room. Or go somewhere 
there is nothing else to do, like taking your laptop to a 
park.

Use car-time. Have a long commute? Turn off the 
radio and think about something you might want to 
write – one idea often leads to another.

Remind yourself that inspiration arrives late to every 
party. Miss Muse will stroll in after you’ve started 
writing. But don’t worry, she will show up eventually.

Do not get alarmed if you start writing (YAY, you 
started!) and then you get stuck somewhere. This 
always happens. A typical problem would be that you 
have a premise, a beginning, but not a whole plot. Or 
maybe you’ve come to a scene you don’t feel like 
writing. Or you are getting depressed because you 
think it’s terrible. Keep going. Whatever the problem, 
you can get past it.

Figure out if you are a pantser and need to write your 
way into a story, or if you’re a plotter who needs 
everything mapped out with an outline. Proceed 
accordingly.

Remind yourself that inertia is a real thing. It takes a 
mental push to get the boulder rolling downhill.

Partner up in-person or online and do writing sprints
—focused and timed writing.


Look into NaNoWriMo. It can be fun to join in with a 
lot of other people who want to do what you want to 
do. It can be fun to set a ridiculously ambitious goal.

Read The War of Art by Steven Pressfield. His 
concepts of resistance are another way to understand 
what’s getting in your way. 

Remember that 90% of writing is managing your 
reptile. (Okay I totally made that percentage up, but 
whatever it is, it’s a lot.)

Math can be inspiring! What if you wrote for just a ½ 
hour each day? That would add up to 3 ½ hours a 
week or 180 hours a year. If you can write 200 words 
in a ½ hour, then in a year you would have 72,800 
words. That’s a decent sized novel right there. When 
you see your friend who has unfailingly inquired into 
how it’s going, you can finally say, “Thank you for 
asking, Marge.”

But mostly, think a lot about writing and make it a 
priority, even though your reptile is reminding you 
about the laundry. Give yourself a schedule, even if 
it’s only a half hour. 

Think of these strategies as exposure therapy for 
writers. There may be other ideas that work for you. 
Experiment!

Your reptile may not thank you, but your soul will.



